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Introduction
In this paper, I will begin by making
a few comments on the various
agendas that I perceive to be operat-
ing in the context of geography, dis-
aster mitigation and education, and
the rationale for the inclusion of dis-
aster-related topics in geography and
social studies curricula. I will then
consider various factors that impinge
on how students may relate to our
teaching, and say a few words on
recent changes in the role of teach-
ers and what could well be regarded
as the de-professionalisation of
teaching. I will then close with a cou-
ple of suggestions about the direc-
tions I think we might try to achieve
our disaster mitigation goals.
The place of hazards and
disasters in school geography
Geographers have long been inter-
ested in natural disasters, and much
of the academic work into the causes
and consequences of disasters has
been accomplished by geographers.
School curricula in New Zealand,
England, Australia and many other
countries acknowledge that the
school subject most appropriate for
teaching about disasters is geogra-
phy. We should note that elsewhere,
especially in the United States, both
disasters and environmental educa-
tion are part of the science curricu-
lum. The existence of a subject in the
curriculum called 'geography' does
not however tell us very much about
what is taught or why it is taught,
and I should like to begin byexplor-
ing what the purposes of teaching
about disasters might be.
In 1989 the International Ad Hoc
Group of Experts established by the
Secretary General of the United
Nations to advise on the International
Decade for Natural Disaster Reduc-
tion stated that: "Knowledgeable and
involved people are crilicalto build-
ing a safe society" (Press, 1989).
I note with interest that the General
Aims of Social Studies Education as
expressed in the draft social studies
curriculum document (NZ Ministry
of Education, 1994: 9) include
enabling "students to contribute to a
cbanging society as confident,
informed, and responsible partici-
pants". There seems to be general
agreement worldwide that the study
of geography, wherever it is placed
in the school curriculum, should
influence the attitudes and behav-
iour of our young citizens.
While thiS is an admirable aim, it is
by no means clear precisely what is
meant by citizens who are knowl-
edgeable or involved, or what the
Ministry in New Zealand means by
citizens who are informed and
responsible participants in society.
Furthermore, it is even more unclear
how we are to evaluate our achieve-
ment of these aims. A decade ago, in
the context of public education in
disaster mitigation, John Handmer
(1985) reminded us that the assump-
tion that education causes aware-
ness (attitude change) and thus
causes (correct) behaviour underlies
most public education efforts and is
intuitively appealing, but in practice
the linkage has often been shown to
be absent.; ...
What does it mean to be
knowledgeable in the context of
hazards?
The suggestion that there is a need
for knowledgeable or informed peo-
ple in the creation of a 'safe society'
implies that central to the problem
inhibiting such a society in the past
has been a lack of appropriate
knowledge in a large proportion of
the population. In the context of nat-
ural hazards, it implies that the
knowledge needed is specifically
related to the geophysical events
that are involved in most natural dis-
asters.
For much of the history of western
society, it has been axiomatic that
absolute knowledge is not only
attainable but unquestionably desir-
able (Smithson, 1989). Such beliefs
have led to the corollaries that the
more factual knowledge we have,
the better off we are, and that we
should avoid uncertainty. When
faced with uncertainty, we believe it
is the duty of scientists to discover
methods for measuring and ulti-
mately for predicting and controlling
the focus of the uncertainty.
For people who live in more devel·
oped societies who have spare
resources to enable them to plan
personally for potential hazards and
for whom some political influence is
a reality, this approach may be
appropriate. However, for people for
whom survival is sufficiently prob-
lematic regardless of the influence of
natural hazard, attempts at increas-
ing knowledge of specific natural
hazards may be at best ineffective
and at worst a distraction from other
more immediate problems. For such
people, 'knowledgeable' may be
defined as knOWing how to place
hazards within the context of their
lives. Learning more and more about
the physical nature of those environ-
mental phenomena that we call 'nat·
ural hazards' is probably useful for a
very small minority of people on
earth. There are undoubtedly many
reasons for promoting understand-
ing of the physical nature of the
earth, but I am not convinced that
disaster mitigation is foremost
amongst them.
However, knowledge is only one of
the two requirements perceived as
being essential for the creation of a
safe society. The other requirement
The Australian Journal of Emergency Management 33
is that people be 'involved' and
while, once again, this seems to be
unexceptional, the precise definition
of the term 'involved' may be inter-
preted in a variety of ways, each of
which may be significant in leading
to the creation of the kind of world
hoped for by the architects of the
International Decade.
What does it mean to be
Involved In the context of
hazards and disasters?
For those who are suddenly afflicted
by the onset of some extreme nat-
ural event, it may seem irrelevant to
question the meaning of invoive-
ment in the context of hazards and
disasters. A United Nations Disaster
Relief Organisation publication
(UNDRO, 1986) states that: "Public
education programmes are often
limited to emergency assistance,
first aid and relief issues. Wbilst
these concerns are critically impor-
tant, the lack ofattention to preven-
tion issues continues to be a major
shortcoming".
There often appears to be an
assumption within the hazard man-
agement community that successful
disaster preparedness rests on offi-
cial and formal plans. Discussion on
the recent Kobe earthquake in which
5.500 people died and nearly a quar-
ter of a million houses were dam-
aged, is still focussed on the prob-
lems of official response mecha-
nisms to the disaster Oapanese
National IDNDR Committee,
1995:10). However, I am mindful of
the statement by Richard Eisner,
director of the Bay Area Regional
Earthquake Preparedness Project, a
branch of California's Office of Emer-
gency Services that: "For a number
ofyears now our emphasis has been
on developing skills, getting people
to be able to fend for themselves for
those magic 72 hours. We have been
telling people not to depend on the
Government for anything. For that
period of time we are basically an
underdeveloped country" (Enbom,
1991). [ quote thiS not to imply that
official preparations are not impor-
tant but to draw attention to the dan-
ger of the inadvertent disempower-
ment of a population through exces-
sive reliance on centralised or tech-
nocratic responses.
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I should now like to turn to involve-
ment in disasters that may not affect
our own communities, and in this
case, the claim of geography to pre-
eminence is much stronger.
In an increasingly interdependent
world, we find ourselves involved in
relationships with those affected by
disasters at both empathetic and
financial levels, and at a variety of
scales, from the regional, through
national to international.
While it would be good to believe
that we empathise equally with neigh-
bours in the next street and those in
northern India who may be afflicted
by earthquakes, it does seem that our
powers of concern are reduced in
direct proportion to our distance
from those who suffer. On the other
hand, our interest in disasters more
distant from our own homes is
aroused when it becomes apparent
that our taxes or insurance premiums
may increase, or public expenditure
be reduced, to meet the increased
cOSts incurred. It is probable that for
most of the population of Queens-
land, Australia, the only thought
about a spate of disasters that
occurred in 1990 and culminated in
severe flooding of vast areas of the
interior was prompted by the
explanatory note included with car
and property insurance renewal
notices shOWing increased premiums.
I ..
Within a single nation, involvement
in disasters may be shown to exist in
a variety of ways. A similar connec-
tion may also be shown between
those whose homes arc "safe" and
disasters in other parts of the world.
In poor countries where the eco-
nomic costs of disasters may exceed
3% or 4% of the gross national prod-
uct, the effects of such disasters On
their nationai economies and the
individual welfare of their people
may be dramatic and set back their
development aims for decades. It is
in such circumstances that aid agen-
cies in many developed countries
appeal for help. However, while the
help offered in such circumstances is
often considerable in the short term,
concern may be eclipsed within a
short time either by some other dis-
aster elsewhere or by more immedi-
ate concerns in the donor country
The involvement of those of us in the
developed countries may, however,
go further than that suggested by our
humanitarian concerns. Mitchell
(1989) has shown that although
some very poor countries such as
Bangladesh and Haiti are disaster-
prone, disaster deaths are generally
higher in middle income countries
that are experiencing rapid economic
development, war or other societal
upheavals. Such countries include
Guatemala, Nicaragua, Peru, Iran,
South Korea, and Papua New Guinea.
Only three of the countries that pos-
sess high disaster death rates as mea-
sured by Red Cross data are included
in the World Bank's list of low-
income economics. The other four
are middle and upper-middle income
countries. While it must be admitted
that the number of deaths is only one
way of judging the severity of a disas-
ter, other measures sueh as the mate-
rial cost of restoring infrastructure
would show a similar pattern since
poor countries have proportionately
less such infrastructure to lose than
middle income countries. The link
between this pattern of relative disas-
ter loss and international involve-
ment lies within the realm of interna-
tional trade. It is the middle income,
rapidly-changing economies that par-
ticipate most in international trade
and if such countries suffer major
blows to their economics as a result
of disaster, then the carry-over
effects on the rest of us may be
painful in less dramatic but no less
real ways. Any progress whereby
countries may more successfully
manage natural hazards may lead to
economic benefits both to the coun-
tries directly concerned, where sub-
stantial additional resources may
then be allocated for the improve-
ment of human welfare and also to
their trading partners.
In terms, then, of creating involved
people, it would appear that our
efforts should emphasise that both
from humanitarian and economic
viewpoints, we arc all involved in the
effects of natural disasters at local,
national and global scales, and that
for these reasons we should all be
involved in seeking solutions to the
toll of disasters, for our own benefit
if not for that of others.
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In the light of these definitions
of 'knowledgeable' and
'involved', what should we be
teaching our students about
natural hazards and disasters?
The notion of a safe society and the
means of achieving such a society
depends as much on how we define
our society as on any notion of
threatening natural events. Over the
past two or three decades it has
become a truism that natural physi·
cal events lead to disasters only
when they impact on a vulnerable
human community. However, that
vulnerability is frequently perceived
either in terms of an unfortunate
choice of location vis a vis a poten·
tially hazardous event such as a
cyclone, earthquake or flood or in
terms of some inadequacy on the
part of an afflicted community that
should be overcome, such as poor
building standards, lack of accurate
forecasting or failure to evacuate the
area in good time.
Viewing disasters as isolated and ran·
dom events that differ from some
predetermined norm and identifying
specific weaknesses in particular
local social structures may be a use·
ful strategy in terms of managerial
and technological responses. How·
ever, stressing the uniqueness of
each 'event' may serve to conceal
the assumption that if only we could
forecast these random events more
accurately and establish more appro·
priate adjustments to them, then a
safe society would ineVitably result.
Such an assumption is based on the
notion that under 'normal' circum-
stances not only are all aspects of the
natural environment other than the
extremes predictable, but also that
all other aspects of human life are
either predictable or irrelevant.
Over a decade ago, Hewitt (1983:
24,25) suggested four fundamental
prinCiples on which our perceptions
of hazards and disasters should be
based.
• Natural hazards are not dependent
upon the geophysical process that
may initiate damage.
• Most natural disasters are charac·
teristic rather than accidental fea·
tures of the places and societies
where they occur.
• Human awareness of and
responses to natural hazards are
not dependent upon the geophys·
ical conditions but rather on
human-environmental relation-
ships.
• The causes, internal features and
consequences of natural disasters
are not explained in terms of disas-
ter events themselves but rather in
terms of the on-going social order
and its everyday relations with the
natural environment.
He points out that in terms of
human ecology, the natural extremes
are more expected and knowable
than many of the contemporary
social developments that pervade
everyday life. He suggests that in
most places and societies where dis·
asters occur, the natural events are
about as certain as anything within
one or two generations. In pursuing
his theme, Hewitt asks firstly if any
sane social order should disregard
the likelihood of massive destruction
simply because it is not quite sure on
which day or year it will occur and,
secondly, if people in many disasters
are unaware and poorly prepared
because natural extremes are rare
and unpredictable? In answer, he
points to the characteristic impacts
of modernisation in terms of weak-
ening and destroying traditional
arrangements whereby extended
family, Village communities and reci-
procal duties of leader and led could
absorb and counter such problems.
So that for many people today, the
everyday conditions of work, life
support, social and mental security,
or the artificial environment require
all of their risk-aVOiding and risk-tak-
ing energies. Many people in less
developed nations, and amongst the
more vulnerable in developed
nations, do not have the time or
means to prepare for and recover
from natural disaster.
Hewitt's points are reiterated in the
most recent issue of Connect, the
newsletter of the U.N. Environmen-
tal Program (UNESCO-UNEp, 1995)
in which it is stated that the term
'development', which was tradition-
ally perceived merely as economic
growth, has undergone a change to
include, and currently even centre
upon, the well-being of people.
Today, development is a social issue,
no longer just an economic issue.
Does our geography teaching about
disasters reflect such perceptions
and encourage our young people to
work towards increased social jus·
tice?
This of course is undoubtedly the
intention of the writers of much
geography teaching. However, as the
old adage goes: the road to hell is
paved with good intentions, and
aims and achievements frequently
fail to match up. Even if we assume
that the message that is intended by
our curricula meets the require·
ments of the current world order,
the message as it is received by our
students may be very different.
What influences our students'
perception of what we teach?
Explanations of how and why people
place particular interpretations on
information regarding hazards and
disasters may be sought in the litera-
ture of cognitive and inter·personal
psychology, while explanations of
how and why citizens act in the con-
text of hazards and disasters are
offered by theories of environmental
education and theories of mass
media communication.
A
The contribution of cognitive
psychology: schema theory
Current theories of cognitive psy·
chology are based on a number of
assumptions. First, it is assumed that
each individual constructs idiosyn·
cratic meanings for knowledge or
information. Second, it is assumed
that prior knowledge, particularly if
it is specific, and conceptions, both
from past teaching and from broader
experiences, have an effect on learn-
ing and third, the process of making
meaning from mediated messages is
related to mental structures. The
emphasis is placed here on mediated
messages since learning about haz-
ards and disasters is usually con·
ducted through discourse presented
by the mass media, and, in the case
of students, by teachers and text
books rather than through indepen-
dent exploration as is the case with
many other aspects of the physical
world. The process of constructing
personal meaning from mediated
messages, whether they be from text
books, the mass media or from
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teacher discourse can only be
achieved by relating it to existing
knowledge and structures of knowl-
edge. These cognitive structures
have become known as schemata.
Schemata serve a number of specific
purposes in learning.
First, when an individual is con-
fronted with text or oral discourse,
its interpretation will depend on the
schemata which are activated in
response to it. Failure to understand
the message may be for one of three
reasons: first, because the receiver
does not possess appropriate
schemata to which to relate the mes-
sage; second, because s/he pos-
sesses appropriate schemata but the
clues provided in the message were
not sufficient for the receiver to
make the links with existing
schemata; or third, because the
receiver called on an inadequate or
inappropriate schema and distorted
the message to fit.
Secondly, schemata influence the
ways in which new information is
learned and remembered. If material
is received which cannot be added
to an existing schema by accretion or
by tuning, but which is insufficient to
promote the total reorganisation of a
schema, then it wiIl either be
ignored or processed piecemeal.
Thirdly, according to Rumelhart
(1980), schemata assist in problem
solving, storing knowledge about a
certain type of problem, a set of pro-
cedures which might be used to
solve a particular type of problem
and in guiding understanding of
what the problem is.
Schema theory offers, firstly, an
explanation of how people interpret
new information and how their
interpretations may influence their
recognition and treatment of prob-
lematic situations and secondly,
some guidance on when schema-
based processing is likely to occur.
The contribution of
interpersonal psychology:
personality factors
While cognitive psychologists have
focused their attention on the con-
cept of schemata, interpersonal psy-
chologists have placed great empha-
sis on personal efficacy. Both Ajzen
and Fishbien (1980) and Hines et al.
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(1987) consider that attitude is an
important factor in whether people
will act in accordance with their
beliefs. However, the term is fre-
quently loosely defined and in the
context of environmental, political
or hazard-related issues may be
equated with notions of locus of
control, efficacy and the phenome-
non of psychic numbing. Wilkins
(1991) cites work by Campbell et al.
(1960) that showed that people who
score highly in efficacy tend to vote
more regularly, work for and con-
tribute to political parties and are
generally active in political
processes.
, ..
In a similar vein, Hines et al. (1987)
identified individuals as having
either an external or an internal
locus of control. Individuals with an
external locus of control do not
attempt to bring about change
because they because they attribute
change to others more powerful
than themselves. Individuals with an
internal locus of control believe that
their activities or behaviours are
likely to have impact of their world.
Feelings of obligation or duty are
also important factors in influencing
people's behaviour. People who
accept some personal responsibility
towards the environment are more
likely to engage in responsible envi-
ronmental behaviours (sic) than
individuals who feel no such respon-
sibility.
As geographers we have perhaps
been lax in asserting the contribu-
tion of our field to the citizenship
goals of education, and this could
well be one of the reasons for the
claims of some for the recognition of
environmental education as a school
subject in its own right, rather than
as an educational objective to which
a wide range of subjects should con-
tribute. However, this is not the
issue today and much of the work
undertaken in the name of environ-
mental education could and perhaps
should be applied to social and geo-
graphical education in general and
to disaster mitigation in particular.
This is clear from Stapp's 1969 state-
ment on environmental education:
"Environmental education is aimed
at producing a citizenry that is
knowledgeahle concerning the hio-
physical environment and its asso-
ciated prohlems, aware of how to
help solve prohlems and motivated
to work towards their solution ".
However, worthy as this aim may be,
environmental education researchers
have been at pains to discover links
between environmental knowledge,
environmental attitudes and 'appro-
priate' behaviour and their results
are not reassuring. From an early
assumption that increased knowl-
edge leads to increased awareness of
issues which in turn leads to a pre-
disposition to behave in environ-
mentally appropriate ways, a number
of researchers have developed more
complex models of environmental
behaviour.
Thus, Hines, Hungerford and
Tomera (1987) suggested that envi-
ronmental knowledge and skills and
various personality factors influence
a person's intentions, but that the
implementation of these intentions
is strongly influenced by other situa-
tional factors such as economic con-
straints, social expectations and
opportunity.
Hungerford and Yolk (1990) also
suggest that the concept of environ-
mental knowledge can be further
divided. They stated that: "Before an
individual can intentionally act on
a particular environmental proh-
lem, that individual must he cog-
nisant of the existence of the issue.
Thus knowledge ofthe issue seems to
he a prerequisite to action. An indi-
vidual must also possess knowledge
ofthose courses ofaction which are
availahle and which will he most
effective in a given situation.
Another critical component is skill
in applying this knowledge appro-
priately to a given issue (p. 10)."
However, if students accept new
information on the environment
either by accreting or tuning existing
inadequate schemata, rather than by
being persuaded to reconstruct their
schemata, then appropriate action is
most unlikely to result. The teaching
of 'correct facts' is unlikely to dis-
lodge their misconceptions.
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Finally, there are theories of
mass media communication
[n order to play their part in society,
citizens need to be able to place
their personal' experiences in the
wider context. Since personal experi-
ence of disaster is, fortunately for
most of us, limited, this wider con-
text within which we must place our
personal experience is frequently
defined for us by mediated mes-
sages. Such messages in our society
are usually mediated through mass
media news reports, although fic-
tional accounts of disasters and, in
the context of students, through text
books and the school curriculum.
may also be significant. Wilkins
(1991) suggests that individual expe-
riences with hazards provide only a
piece of the puzzle for individuals in
their construction of a global per-
spective and it remains for mediated
information to place them in a polit-
ical, economic and scientific frame.
However, she cites a range of litera-
ture which suggests that many peo-
ple fail to absorb and make sense of
natural and technological risks. It is
apparently difficult for people to
transfer information about one haz-
ard to another (Drabek, 1986) and
while some people who say they
heard and saw coverage of such well
reported events as the Bhopal disas-
ter can recall few 'facts' about it, oth-
ers retain the 'facts' and link them
with their own lives (Wilkins, 1987).
Deve[oping disaster schemata
The foregoing accounts suggest that
the average person might tend to
process information about disasters
and environmental risk in a piece-
meal way because hazards and disas-
ters are concrete events, fortunately,
usually at a considerable physical
and emotional distance from us, and
are often reported to us in mediated
messages as event-oriented and
novel. We study them at our leisure.
However, it may also be proposed
that people are cognitively miserly.
Schematic processing is generally
speaking easier than piecemeal pro-
cessing, and unless the strategy of
ignoring new information is
adopted, it will generally be easier to
accommodate new information into
existing schemata, unless it is suffi-
ciently powerful to force restructur-
ing. Since disasters are seen as
'newsworthy' by the media and
'motivating' by the educational com-
munity, as well as exciting by purvey-
ors of fiction in print and audio-
visual media, I suggest that few
members of our society will lack at
least rudimentary schemata of haz-
ards and disasters. The evidence
from research in media handling of
disasters suggests remarkable con-
sistency. Natural disasters are pre-
sented as event-based, but the
events themselves such as earth-
quakes, volcanic eruptions and
cyclones are relatively predictable
and many individuals know enough
about these events to 'cue' a cate-
gory. The 'human angle' frequently
adopted emphasises threats to life
and health and are therefore 'affect-
laden'. When we receive these medi-
ated messages, they are usually of lit-
tle personal concern and although
the news media do present complex
and analytical information on disas-
ters, the greatest emphasis is usually
on the effects of the event on human
lives and property and can therefore
be accommodated within relatively
simple schemata. Finally, given the
reduced concentration span encour-
aged by ten second 'news-grabs' on
radio and television in the western
world, judgements are frequently
likely to be made in haste.
Processing information on hazards
and disasters through such simple
schemata is unlikely to promote the
high levels of self-efficacy that have
been shown to be a precondition for
personal action by research in both
interpersonal psychology and in
environmental education.
The foregoing comments have been
based largely in the context of the
effects on hazard and disaster
schemata of mass media. However,
as noted earlier, hazards and disas-
ters are a popular and common
focus in geography and social stud-
ies curricula in many countries and
such topics form a part of many
geography text books published for
use in schools. The images of disas-
ters presented by these books and
the contribution they may be
expected to make to the develop-
ment of students' schemata of disas-
ter provides a salutary lesson.
The presentation of hazards
and disasters in text books
The approach to the analysis
The analysis which follows is of a
number of text books in common
use in Queensland high schools,
including one wrilten and published
here in New Zealand. [n each case,
those parts of the text that refer to
hazards, disasters or any of the
extreme physical events that can
lead to disaster for human beings
were regarded as the data for analy-
sis. This data was analysed in a man-
ner akin to that advocated by Glaser
and Strauss (1969) and Strauss and
Corbin (1990) and called 'grounded
theory' and the approach to the find-
ings may be termed 'phenomeno-
graphic'. The outcome of this analy-
sis was a number of themes or
images which may contribute to stu-
dents' assimilation, modification or
reconstruction of their existing haz-
ard and disaster schemata. It should
be noted that this study made no
altempt to discern the precise
nature of students' schemata nor to
identify the extent to which those
schemata are formed as a result of
specific experiences whether vicari-
ous or actual.
Conceptions of hazards
identified in the text book
presentations
Analysis of the references to hazards
and disasters in those general geog-
raphy text books and of the language
used in those text books devoted
specifically to h;v.ards and disasters,
suggests that geography text books
as currently available to our students
are based on six primary concep-
tions of natural hazards.
These may be expressed in the fol-
lOWing ways:
I. natural hazards represent excit-
ing forces of nature;
2. natural hazards represent impres-
sive forces of nature that are
inflicted against human beings;
3. natural hazards are one side of a
baltle for supremacy between
human beings and nature;
4. natural hazards exist and while
we (in the West) can counter
them, those in the developing
world are vulnerable;
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5. natural hazards are a natural part
of our environment and we
should learn to live with them;
6. natural hazards lead to disasters
because of poor human planning.
The significance of these
conceptions for disaster
education
It would be simplistic to suggest that
particular books promote particular
conceptions of hazards and disasters.
Indeed, each of the books studied
includes elements of each of the var-
ious conceptions outlined above. It
could be suggested that if all the con-
ceptions identified are valid and all
are represented within most text
books that students are likely to
encounter, then little harm is done.
However, in the context of schema
theory as outlined above, Wilkins
(1991) has explained that general
knowledge and environmental events
are stored in long-term memory as
frames or scripts that can be
retrieved and used as analogues of
current events, and, as such, serve as
guides to action. She cites Walter
Lippman (1922) who, in anticipation
of modern schema theory, stated:
"For the most part, we do not first
see, and then define, we define first
and then see. In the great blooming,
bustling confusion of the outer
world, we pick out what our culture
has already defined for us, and we
tend to perceive that which we have
picked out in the form stereotyped
for us by our culture". Thus,
although the conceptions of hazard
and disaster identified here may be
equated with a range of schemata
that may be held, students may be
expected to focus on those aspects
of the books which may be most
easily accommodated to pre-existing
schemata or alternatively they may be
expected to process the new infor-
mation piecemeal as an individual
event. Since the media have ensured
that most of us have at least some
rudimentary schemata of hazard and
disaster and both text books and the
media present a people-focus (and
therefore an affective emphasis) on
disaster, then accommodation is the
most probable response. Further-
more, since the schemata encour-
aged and supported by both media
and text books emphasise that disas-
ters are event-centred then students
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will be not be encouraged to develop
an internal locus of control or a sense
of personal responsibility for disas-
ters, whether close to home or at a
distance.
If as educators we inadvertently sup-
port and encourage the simplistic
schemata of disasters that our stu-
dents already possess as a result of
their experiences with the media,
then we are unlikely to promote the
more complex schemata that are
needed if citizens are to play their
full role in disaster mitigation.
Teachers as professionals are more
than able to discuss and resolve such
problems. However, there are moves
afoot internationally, however, that I
see as inimical to the professional-
ism of teachers in both schools and
universities, and although I have
drawn attention to some aspects of
teaching about hazards and disasters
that need to be addressed, I should
like to close by making a few com-
ments on why I am not sanguine
about it happening.
Teacher professionalism and
the future of social education
My first fear for teaching is that we
are becoming totally bogged down
by bureaucracy, and that the main
effect of this is to limit teachers' pro-
fessionalism severely.
It is a truism that we are living in a
world of change, and as Hargreaves
(1994) points out, people are always
wanting teachers to change. Current
global competitiveness between the
western economics, the restructur-
ing of the economies of the former
eastern block, and dire warnings
about environmental catastrophe are
resulting in immense moral panics
about how we should prepare the
future generations in our various
nations. In a world characterised
increasingly (in Hargreaves words)
by "accelerated change, intense
compression oftime and space, cul-
tural diversity, technological com-
plexity, national insecurity and sci-
entific uncertainty, the task offind-
ing solutions to society's unsolved
and insoluble problems is increas-
ingly being left to teachers".
The context in which we as teachers
are working seems increasingly to be
one in which modernist schools and
universities struggle to maintain
their structures in an increasingly
post-modern world. It seems that
the professionalism of teachers,
defined as the exercise of wise and
discretionary judgement in situa-
tions that they understand, will
stand or fall on the basis of this
struggle.
Hargreaves explains that the struggle
can be seen in teachers' roles in four
main ways:
1. the teacher's role expands to take
on new problems and mandates;
2. innovations multiply as change
accelerates, creating a sense of
overload;
3. with the collapse of moral cer-
tainties, old missions and pur-
poses begin to crumble;
4. the methods and strategies that
teachers use, together with their
underlying knowledge base are
constantly criticised - even
amongst educators themselves -
as scientific certainties lose their
credibility.
If these four points give an accurate
description of many teachers' cur-
rent working lives, then the case that
teachers' professionalism is probably
deteriorating is made since the
chances of teachers exercising wise
and discretionary judgement in situ-
ations that they understand must
diminish under such circumstances.
The changes that I have mentioned
so far could be regarded as originat-
ing outside the teaching profession
and therefore as having been
imposed on teachers. However, per-
haps one of the most dramatic
changes that has hit geographical
education in recent years would, I
suspect, have the wholehearted sup-
port of most geography teachers.
This is the increased emphasis on
environmental education. I should
like to suggest that in this area also,
teachers may be losing their profes-
sional independence as a diren
result of pressures of too rapid
change.
I was frightened to read the findings
of a survey reported by Baker
(1991)' which suggests that educa-
tion about our natural environment
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as currerttly urtdertakert irt the
schools of Australia, is vulrterable to
irtfluertces irtimical to the develop-
mertt of powers of reasorted argu-
mertt. Accordirtg to the survey, sec-
ortdary school teachers cortsider the
media to be the most imponartt
resource for ertvirortmerttal educa-
riOrt. Ertvirortmertt groups came sec-
ortd artd publishers came third.
Givert the fact that marty text book
writers are themselves teachers, it is
probable that much of the material
carried irt text books also has its ori-
girts irt materials emartatirtg from the
media amI ertvirortmerttal pressure
groups.
Let me put forward orte possible
explartatiort for currertt approaches
to ertvirortmerttal educatiort irt geog-
raphy, artd by extertsiort to disaster
educatiort, that does rtot reflect well
Ort teachers, professiortalism. [ must
repeat that I am rtot speakirtg agairtst
the currertt emphasis Ort ertvirort-
merttal care. [ am cortcemed, how-
ever, at the way irt which the debate
about how our ertvirortmertt should
be cared for has beert seized by polit-
ical groups artd portrayed as, firstly, a
recertt phertomertort, artd secortdly,
as a matter of such extreme urgertcy
that rational cortSideratiort of evi-
dertce artd possible courses of action
should be set aside.
A1laby (1990) explairts the process
whereby such an idea is promoted.
He explairts that the ertvirortmerttal
movemertt is political. This means
that it seeks to reform the relatiort-
ship betweert humart beirtgs artd
their non-humart ertvironmertt by
means of legislatiort. To do this, it
must operate at two levels. Firstly, it
must persuade politiciarts of the
rteed for the chartges that it advo-
cates, artd secortdly, it must show
that voters will corttirtue to support
those politiciarts who favour ertvi-
rortmerttalism.
At both levels ertvirortmerttalists
must presem their argumems irt a
sensational form. Their messages
must be clear, simple ertough for
anyone to grasp quickly, artd the con-
sequences of ignoring them must be
made to seem dire. As a political
strategy, this technique is indis-
putable. However, as a basis for edu-
cation, it comes perilously close to
indoctrirtation, and although there
are those who have said that in des-
perate Situations, indoctrination is
justified, I personally am not con-
vinced that we have got to that stage.
The facts are not always easy to irtter-
pret, artd at anyone time, there may
be a number of theories urtderlying
the facts that lead to altemative
irtterpretations artd conclusions. Nor
are the wamings of dire conse-
quences usually justified.
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For teachers to base their teaching
on media reports is not a rtew phe-
nomenon, although the calls for
greater relevance in the curriculum
have certainly encouraged this
trend. I can remember basing my
OWrt teaching irt the 1970s on just
such warnirtgs givert great publiCity
by the media and soothsayers of the
time. How many of us here today
remember reports like this one
which appeared in The Australian
on 19 June 1974?
"An increasing number oj scientists
believe that the earth is heading
rapid!y into another ice age - and
that this is helping to upset weather
patterns. They note that the earth's
mean temperature has dropped by
0.3 degrees Celsius since 1940. While
a drop ofone-third ofa degree seems
little enough by day-la-day stan-
dards, it is quile a momentous
change in the long-term lime scale.
Europe'sforemost climate authority,
Professor Hubert Lamb, of the Uni-
versity of East Anglia in England,
declared recently the world is in an
inter-glacial pen'od - and on the
downhill slope to a new ice age. " 2
My purpose here is not to dismiss
either the importance of studertts
being made aware of the quite legiti-
mate cortcems of scientists who are
concerned with establishirtg how
useful any particular theory is in
describirtg, explairting artd predict-
ing what happens in rtature. I am,
however, fearful whert the musings
of scientists are presertted to stu-
dents as revealed truth, especially
whert the effects are to reduce fur-
ther our YOUrtg people's sense of
hope in the future. I fear that we
may be encouragirtg what Seligmart
has identified as 'learned helpless-
ness'. Seligmart artd his colleagues
showed that the greater subjects'
experience with irtsoluble problems
or other uncontrollable events, the
greater their feelings of helpless-
ness, artd the lower their perfor-
mance on later tasks. In other words,
we cart easily learn to 'give up'.
Irt Australia, a courttry which already
has orte of the highest teenage sui-
cide rates in the world, one Year 11
studertt said to me recently, ''Why do
I always come out of geography
lessonsfeeling guilty, when the prob-
lems we are learning ahout are not
my fault?" Is the professionalism of
teachers advanced by promoting
feelings of guilt? Artd why do I also
feel guilty? Because the geography
teacher concerned was once orte of
my own students.
A recent publication from Geneva
about the International Decade for
Natural Disaster Reduction listed
reasons for the Decade:
• Natural disasters kill more thart
one million people each decade
and leave countless others home-
less.
• Economic losses from natural dis-
asters are on the rise. The global
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economic coStS of disasters rose
from $44 billion in 1991 to $60 bil-
lion in 1992.
I am sure that these figures will be
repeated in our classrooms over and
over again. However I suspect that
the other statistic in the same publi-
cation: that a 1977 cyclone in Andra
Pradesh, India, killed 10,000 people,
but a similar cyclone in the same
area in 1990 killed 910 will get far
less publicity. Similarly, while it is
true that about 750 million people,
20% of the world's population, are
living in poveny today, the same
number were liVing in poveny 200
years ago when that figure repre-
sented well over 90% of the world's
population. 1bday there are 3.6 bil-
lion people who are not living in
poverty.
I accept thar the information or
'facts' in these examples are open to
interpretation and argument. How-
ever, which of these examples con-
tains the kind of information that is
publicised most commonly on the
front pages of our newspapers, and
which we are currently emphasising
in our geography classrooms? If, as I
suspect, it is the bad news, what
effect does this have on the spirit of
our young people? Is the profes-
sionalism of teachers, the exercise of
wise, discretionary judgement in the
interests of our students, best served
by such teaching?
I am not suggesting that we should
switch our allegiance and become
purveyors of happy anecdotes.
However, perhaps we should be act-
ing more like scientists and less like
political activists in our classrooms.
Let me give two funher examples
that have come to my notice. The
first is in the form of a letter to our
local newspaper in Brisbane, Tbe
Courier Mail, dated November 23rd
1993 by two students: Melissa
Schadler and Jana Plambeck of
Nashville State Primary School,
Sandgate.
"A couple of days ago we went to
Sborncliffe beacb to Videotape some
scenes ofpolluted waterfor a school
project. We were amazed at the
cleanliness of tbe beacb. We needed
to make the mess ourselves, but
cleaned it up afterwards. Congratu-
lations to all those who use tbe
beacb and keep it tidy".
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Compare that with one of the activi-
ties described by Eric Sievers in an
anicle in the August 1994 issue of
International Research in Geo-
grapbical and Environmental Edu-
cation entitled 'Pressures on envi-
ronmental education in the former
Soviet Union'.'
"Lyudmila Zbirina of Viola in
Bryansk, Belarus, an area beavily
inundated hy the cloud of radioac-
tive fallout from Cbernohyl, bas ini-
tiated an environmental education
curriculum in wbich scbool cbtl-
dren witb dosimeters compile a
radiation map of their region
learning in tbe process bow to oper-
ate technical equipment, what radi-
ation is, wbat its effects can be, bow
to organise and analyse data and
where not to play".
The place of geography
teachers in a world of change
And so finally, I come to the place of
geography and geography teachers
in a world of change. We are all
aware of the bureaucratisation of
education in the United Kingdom,
only recently modified by the Dear-
ing recommendations. I was also
interested to read of Werner's inter-
pretation of the call made by the
provincial minister of education of
British Columbia, Canada, in 1989
for "a fundamental restructuring of
tbe provincial curriculum with a
focus on tbe development of prob-
lem solVing and creative tbinking"
(Werner, 1991'). The proposed
restructuring included an ungraded
primary curriculum: an integrated
common curriculum; and a strength-
ening of assessment and aCCOUnt-
ability procedures. All these propos-
als have been advanced in a number
of educational systems around the
world as representing advances in
teachers' professionalism. However,
Werner dismissed them as being 'a
classic curriculum fix', reflecting a
deep-rooted belief in the power of
curriculum reform to secure effec-
tive changes, especially if supponed
by some in-service training and
supervision. He suggests that an
alternative and more effective strat-
egy would be "to encourage teacber
development, strengtben scbool cul-
ture, and huild on tbose good prac-
tices already in place in scbools".
Werner goes on to say that more sig-
nificant than centralised control of
curriculum development and imple-
mentation, "will be groups of teach-
ers who search out and discuss het-
ter ways to understand and organ-
ise tbeir programs and who take
action in and witbin tbe structure
of their own scbools".
The difference between the two
approaches is explained by Harg-
reaves as that between structural
solutions and cultural ones. Struc-
tural changes such as those intro-
duced in the United Kingdom,
British Columbia and, I understand
in train in New Zealand, underesti-
mate the traditions, assumptions and
working relationships that underlie
existing practices. They assume that
change can be achieved by getting
the structures right and then making
practice conform to them. The cul-
tural view, on the other hand, regards
practice as the product of deeply
rooted beliefs, practices and working
relationships amongst the students,
teachers and lecturers who consti-
tute the traditions of the system. In
order that we may achieve our great
expectations of geography in mitigat-
ing natural disasters, we have to work
within the cultures of geography as a
discipline, disaster management as a
community responsibility, and teach-
ing as a caring profession, concerned
with the self-esteem of young people
as knowledgeable, active and
informed citizens. If we can achieve
these, then we will undoubtedly con-
tribute to the creation of the knowl-
edgeable and involved people
regarded as so essential.
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EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT AUSTRALIA'S DISASTER
AWARENESS PROGRAM AND IDNDR PUBliCATIONS NEWS
New and revised publications now available from Emergency Management Australia (EMA)
and through all Statefferritory Emergency Services, except where noted otherwise.
Alternatives to an Ark - What to
do Before, During and After a
Flood (A5 Booklet). Reprinted with
mirtor revisions - essential reading
for those who live in flood-prone
areas.
*
This is EMA (A5 colour brochure).
New corporate brochure briefly
describing our mission, roles, fune'-
tions, organisation, policies, pro-
grams, products and services (illus-
trated with photos). Availability pre-
Viously advised, but now available on
Internet.
*
Hazard·Wise (M' book by Chris
Dolan, edited and published by
EMNIDNDR). A comprehensive
curriculum-based classroom
resource for geography/social sci-
ence secondary teachers on natural
hazards and disasters_ Funded by
Australian IDNDR and up to three
copies distributed free to all high
schools and secondary colleges in
Australia. Copies are available from
EMA (Attention: Manager, IDNDR
program) for a cost recovery and
handling/shipping fee of $10.
(Must)
*
Community Preparedness for
Disasters World Disaster
Reduction Day 1994 (Seminar
Report compiled and published by
CRES, Australian National University
for Australian IDNDR). Copies are
available (free) from EMA, Attention:
Manager IDNDR program.
Report of the Third IDNDR Pacific
Regional Disaster Reduction
Meeting (B5 illustrated book, pub-
lished by EMAIlDNDR). New report
of proceedings and outcomes of the
meeting held in Suva, Fiji 6-14 Sep-
tember 1994 which was jointly
funded by Australian IDNDR,
UNDI-IA and WSSI. Copies are avail-
able from EMA, Attention: Martager,
IDNDR program.
*
Australian Emergency Manual
(AEM) - Instructional Tech-
niques, and Australian Emer-
gency Manual - Vertical Rescue.
New additions to AEM series, avail-
able free to approved emergency
management authorities from your
home state I-IQ office of the
Statefferritory Emergertcy Service_
(Commonwealth and overseas
organisations apply direct to EMA).
Available to other requesters from
EMA for a cost recovery and han-
dling/shipping fee.
******
The address for EMA is:
Emergency Management Australia
PO Box 1020
Dickson ACT 2602
Australia
Tel: 062576031, Fax: 06 2571490
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